Purpose: Korean women, who have come to the forefront at a risk of cancer, have been notable objects for qualitative nursing research in last a couple of decades. Given the imparity and varieties of those findings, this study was aimed to synthesize the impact of cancer diagnosis and its treatment on Korean women's lives using a qualitative meta-synthesis method. Methods: By searching five English-based databases and four Korean databases, 21 qualitative studies on Korean women's particular experiences of cancer diagnosis and treatment since 2000 were included. Using a meta-synthesis process by Sandelowski & Barroso (2007) , the selected studies were synthesized for interpretive integration of the findings. Results: The meta-synthesis elicited three themes: detachment from the usualness, awareness of profound desires, and redefinition of every relation. With destructive experiences of a diagnosis and its treatments, Korean women felt apart from their everyday life, daily roles, and even from their own body. They then grasped a strong desire for life and for beauty, and reconfirmed the sense of mission for being a mother. Those changes made them to reconstruct all relations surrounded them. Conclusion: The findings yield a substantive portrait of the given issue, which could be helpful for health care professionals. Received: Jan 29, 2015 / Revised: Feb 11, 2015 / Accepted: Feb 11, 2015 This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/ by-nc/3.0), which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. 
Introduction
Korean women in South Korea have come to the forefront for their sharp increase of cancer incidence, reporting 240% escalation in new cancer cases per 100,000 persons from 1999 to 2012 [1] . Female cancer survivors have also dramatically increased in number, reaching up to 700,000 persons according to the Korean national cancer statistics [1] . On this account, the lives of women with cancer have been addressed in the plentiful numbers of research in Korea. Especially qualitative studies have reported Korean women's arduous lives with cancer diagnosis and its treatment, and persistent roles of being mother and a wife [a4,a8,a12] .
The culture of Korea is historically patriarchal in nature similar to other Asian countries. Woman is rather considered as a subservient assistant to her husband and other family members, than a parallel counterpart to man in history [2] . Family matters often take priority over women's self-identity or self-actualization, which attributes to woman's supporting role in the family [3] . Illness of woman, thus, not only affects a woman's own life specifically, but also requires the imperative modification on gender roles in the family, which may cause many cultural and interpersonal implications [3, 4] .
Numerous qualitative studies, as a matter of fact, have described the lives of Korean women with cancer as such culture-bounded and gender-oriented ones. Breast cancer diagnosis made a husband accept his traditional gender-role in the family to be changed [5] . Unfulfilled roles of daughter-in-law in extended families were stressful to women with breast cancer [a15] . Many women with cancer reported that they redefined themselves besides being mother and a wife, which might not occur without the illness experiences [a3,a10,a12,a13] .
Although each qualitative study provides a valuable understanding of the given phenomenon as itself, the inconsistent features of accumulated studies on Korean women with cancer demand a rather comprehensive depiction through a synthesis of the findings. For that purpose, the methodology of synthesizing qualitative studies was suggested and increasingly used within the last decade [6, 7] . Analyzing the research studies for producing an additional knowledge was initiated by quantitative researchers, which was so called a meta-analysis. As a counter part of the move, the method of meta-synthesis was proposed with an aim to analyze and synthesize qualitative studies [8] .
Two different ways of synthesizing qualitative studies were widely used in nursing literature. One is a metasummary, in which the qualitative studies were aggregated and summarized quantitatively in terms of method, participants, and findings [6] . The synthesis in this method denotes a summative integration of the thematic findings of each study. A meta-synthesis, on the other, composes a more interpretive integration of qualitative findings than a meta-summary. A qualitative study as a whole and each detailed component of the given study become data source for an interpretive synthesis. Then deconstruction and reconstruction process of garnered data follows [7] . A thorough literature search and the meticulous selection process of qualitative studies on a given topic are crucial to both methods [6, 7] .
Although profound numbers of qualitative studies were conducted in nursing research, there is a paucity of qualitative meta-synthesis study with an aim to portrait a comprehensive picture on the lives of Korean women who were diagnosed with cancer. Thus the purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of cancer diagnosis and its treatment on Korean women's lives using a qualitative meta-synthesis.
Research question was "what are the comprehensive and substantive impact of cancer diagnosis and its treatment on Korean women's lives?"
Methods

Design
A systematic review of literature and qualitative metasynthesis proposed by Sandelowki & Barroso [7] were used in the study.
Systematic Search and Screening
The literature was systemically searched from year 2000 to 2014 using five English-based search engines, i.e., CINAHL, PubMed, ProQuest Nursing, ProQuest Med, and Scopus, and four Korean's, i.e., DBPia, KISS (Korean Studies Information Service System), Korea Med, and RISS. The search terms used were "cancer," "qualitative research/study," "Korean," and "woman/ women." Two terms among four in turn were searched and then the duplicates were excluded. Major nursing journals in Korea including Journal of Korean Association of Nursing, Korean Journal of Adult Nursing, and Korean Journal of Women Health Nursing, to name a few, were also searched using same keywords.
Study inclusion criteria were as follows: 1) research design: original qualitative research, 2) participants: Korean women who live in South Korea, 3) topic: the experiences of various aspects along the cancer continuum, 4) language: English or Korean. The studies on Korean American women who live in U.S. were excluded since the different cultural environment and the identity as Korean immigrants might influence the qualitative study findings. The qualitative studies on both genders, for example, the experiences of couples with breast cancer (5) or the experiences of living world of cancer patients (9) , were included in the initial search, but excluded for the final meta-synthesis. The exclusion was decided after the appraisal of the studies, because the voices (text scripts) of women could not be differentiated from men's.
The initially searched list of the articles was examined by title and abstract and the articles who failed to meet the inclusion criteria were excluded. After the remained articles were reviewed in full-text to ensure the contents, the studies which perfectly met the inclusion criteria were selected for final meta-synthesis.
Search Outcome and Data Extraction
The systematic search and article selection process were done in four phases (Figure 1 ). Initial literature search using 9 different search engines produced the list with over twelve hundreds of articles. After reviewing them by title and abstract, 180 studies were selected which were representing qualitative studies about cancer experiences among Koreans. With a full-text reading, 142 studies were excluded either because the participants were Korean Americans or the studies did not recruit women exclusively. reread considering the study phenomena and research quality, ending up excluding 17 studies, in which the findings of research did not describe women's experiences along the cancer continuum substantively. As a result, a total of 21 studies was selected finally for metasynthesis (Appendix). The details of 21 studies were summarized in a table for data extraction (Table 1) . Two studies were written in English [a4,a7] and the rest were Koreans. The two thirds of studies were published in nursing journals, the rest in other disciplines, such as social work or women's studies. The selected studies represented a total of 253 Korean women with cancer. Fifteen studies exclusively targeted women with breast cancer, while one study was on thyroid cancer, and one on cervical cancer. Nine out of 21 studies used phenomenological methods, six grounded theory, five thematic analyses, and one triangulation. All studies recruited their participants using a convenient sampling method. Individual interviews were conducted predominantly in most of the studies, whereas focus group interviews were used only in two studies.
Meta-synthesis
With the garnered 21 studies, three steps of data extraction, aggregation, and synthesis were conducted [7] . First, each study was read carefully in full-text for understanding of epistemological standpoints of original authors [8] . The first-level construct, including original authors' intention, language, methodology, and the findings were maximally taken into account for extracting meaning units. Second, the decontextualization and deconstruction of the concepts and meaning units were followed. Then, the concepts and meaning units were aggregated into new categories. Relating and regrouping the concepts cross the categories were carried out for elicit a second-level construct [10] . In the final synthesis phase, the aggregated meanings, concepts, and categories were reconstructed through hermeneutic appraisal and interpretation. This abstraction is differentiated from a thematic analysis due to the essence of an interpretive reconstruction of the relationships between the concepts [8, 11] .
Results
The fusion of selected qualitative studies produced three themes abstractly demonstrating the triangulated aspects of Korean women's lives with cancer: (1) spaced out from the usualness, (2) mindfulness on profound desires, and (3) redefinition of every relation.
Spaced out from the Usualness
Korean women who were diagnosed with cancer and underwent its treatments addressed in the original interviews that 'cancer took them apart and spaced them out from their usual life.' From the moment of diagnosis, 'an unforeseen journey with cancer' began without any bargain with them. The diagnosis of cancer was perceived either as 'a punishment for their wrong-doing or an unfortunate fate' to the women in the given studies. Being diagnosed with cancer implied not only that they were no longer ensured to ordinary and healthy life, but also they no longer belonged to the majority group that healthy people belonged to. Such thought of inferiority Colaizzi's guidelines on content analysis -The delicate balance of being able to focus on self, which also was a conflicting factor in their relationship with children -The continuing challenge of taking care of children, closely linked to supports, health condition, and cultural notions of parenting and lingering stigma -The importance of informing children in a timely manner -An overall shift in attitudes towards raising children as independent beings -Relinquishing and re-envisioning the future for their children and themselves Giorgi's phenomenological method 6 major categories were emerged: -Acceptance of the illness -Active coping with reality -Gaining strength through the support of surrounding people -Struggling to overcome a negative mindset -Self-reflection -The pursuit of a meaningful new life and a sense of shame consistently intruded upon their emotional tranquility.
The emotional burden of having a diagnosis of cancer was rather easy to endure than the actual suffering from cancer treatments. Serial cancer treatments gradually deteriorated the women's everyday routines, relationships, and even their mind and body. The women's day to day was fully scheduled with 'never-ending hospital appointments.' Their routines were 'withheld from the moment of cancer diagnosis.' The women were no longer able to fulfill their culturally-expected roles of mother and a wife, with which they once identified themselves. The roles in the family were pushed to be changed irresistibly. The fact that they were 'unable to fulfill the role of mother' broke the women's heart. Emotionally and sexually unsatisfied relationships with husband situated the women facing 'a marital crisis' with different levels, which they never thought they might encounter.
The women's mind and body were no longer like as they used to be. 'Emotional turmoil,' 'the feeling of being on edge,' 'chemo-brain'(forgetfulness and malfunction), and 'consistently intruding bad thoughts' made the women feel like standing on the edge of a cliff by oneself. In most women, their body was unable to abide by striking symptoms induced by cancer treatment. To sum up, a cancer diagnosis and its treatment experiences dismantled the women's usualness, i.e., their usual life, usual mother and a wife role, and even their usual mind and body, and pushed the women to feel spaced out from their routineness.
Mindfulness on Profound Desires
Nonetheless the women wanted to avoid it if they could, they had to inevitably suffer from cancer diagnosis and its treatment. The painful suffering they had was felt like that 'they were walking through an inflamed tunnel' in a tough life. As a result, unnecessary, small things, and superficial relationships were taken apart. Evidently dismantled relationships involved marital relationships and social get-togethers.
On the contrary, the women become aware of their apparent, even reinforced innate desires. After they got 'a sense of mortality at cancer diagnosis,' they realized their 'strong desire for life.' 'Every moment with a breath became meaningful,' and the routines in each day were felt renewed. They confessed that they would take any troubles for the cost of life. Moreover, the women viewed 'their inner self of longing for feminine beauty' with different levels. Experiencing serious harm on the women's beauty such as breast deformation, surgical scars, hair loss, and darkened skin due to medical treatment shook them enough emotionally and psychologically. Motivations for actions, information seeking, or get-togethers were rooted on the desire for recovering their feminine beauty.
Unlike the marital relations, the maternal affection of being a mother is never weakened. With the diagnosis and even with the recurrence of cancer, the women denied their mothering role to be burdensome. Rather, fulfilling her role as a mother in the family has 'a priority over anything.' As they become aware of their physical limitations and mortality, they 'lowered their expectation on their children's achievement' as well. In sum, the women, who went through the hurdle of cancer treatment, became more mindful on their profound desires for life, beauty, and motherhood.
Redefinition of Every Relation
Despite cancer treatments were completed and the women came back to their routines, their lives had been changed so much from what they used to be. The women obtained 'better insights into their own identity' apart from traditional women-should-be. After the women 'saw their bottommost limitation' in terms of physical, emotional, and social stances, they were then aware of their profound desires. Those changes made them to redefine all relations surrounded them.
The relationships between the women and their family members were redefined. Some ensured the marital affection, while the other faced severe cracks in their marital life. The women reconfirmed 'their duty of being a mother,' which made them even stronger. They 'rearranged their social relationships' no longer spending time on superficial relationships, instead, having new relationships such as survivors' group or religious meetings.
The women's relations with environment for a healthy lifestyle were redefined as well. The women tried to 'make harmonious relations with others, foods, and the environment' as much as possible. They pursued a healthier lifestyle by eating fresh food, doing physical exercise, maintaining proper body weight, and managing everyday stresses. In sum, the women took the advantage of illness experience for rearranging their relations with surrounded world.
Discussion
The voices of 253 Korean women with cancer in 21 qualitative studies were reviewed and meta-synthesized in this study. This study contributes to nursing knowledge by adding the foremost meta-synthesis findings to the given topic. The elicited three themes provide a deeper and broader picture on the lives of Korean women with cancer. Through the illness experience, the women discovered themselves for the first time in such way. After they realized that they have some desires more profoundly than any other needs, the women rearranged all relations surrounded them.
Due to the lack of existing literature, it is unable to conduct a direct comparison with other meta-synthesis studies on Korean women's lives with cancer. However, the similarities and differences were found in several meta-synthesis studies on similar topics. The primary difference was found in the definition of self. In this study, the women used not to differentiate themselves from their family until the time point of cancer diagnosis. The diagnosis and its treatments were considered the reason why the women began to think about themselves besides being mother and a wife. On contrary, the self was changed due to the illness, not newly discovered in the meta-synthesis on Western people [12, 13] . The culture of collectivism in Korea was reflected in the findings of this study. On the same line, the relationships with others and environments were considered as an imperative entity that made the Korean women exist [a1-a21] . However, the relationships were considered narrowly as a parallel object to oneself in people of Western culture [12, 13] .
Similarities between this study findings and those of other meta-synthesis lay on the fact that the illness experience of cancer or other tragic diseases made people to face their bottommost existential skepticism, which made people to reconstruct their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors [12] [13] [14] . All meta-synthesis on patients with cancer or other kinds of fatal diseases reported that the illness experiences were something very painful, but at the same time, the bare essentials for transcending the limits of themselves [12] [13] [14] [15] . In terms of comparison with other studies using quantitative methods is hardly done since the incommensurability between the methodologies. Meanwhile, the qualitative comparison to other quantitative studies is omitted because it is beyond the scope of this study.
Although this study strictly complied with the process suggested in the well-known methods [7, 8] , this qualitative meta-synthesis demands caution against generalization of the findings. Including Korean Americans or other Asian people as target populations is to be considered in nursing research in future.
Conclusion
Women who live within the context of Korean patriarchal culture and norms perceived their cancer diagnosis and its treatment in such a culturally specified way. Painful suffering such as cancer pushes a Korean woman to break her culturally-formed role and search for a genuine self. In this qualitative meta-synthesis, 21 qualitative studies on Korean women with cancer were evaluated and synthesized with an aim to investigate the impact of cancer diagnosis and its treatment. The three themes emerged include (1) spaced out from the usualness, (2) mindfulness on profound desires, and (3) redefinition of every relation. The findings of the study are hoped to be helpful to health care professionals for understanding, coaching, and counseling the given population.
